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I. Giving Feedback 
 
“Though there is much debate these days about the most effective methods of responding to 
student writing, there is a clear consensus about the least effective ways to handle student papers. 
Far too much of what teachers do with student writing is picky, arbitrary, unclear, or generally 
unhelpful.”        

—Edward M. White (2007) 
 
Some general principles 

• Assessment of student writing really begins with assignment design, because that is the 
best time to determine what you want students to achieve with the assignment, and what 
constitutes a good response. 

 
• Students value thoughtful feedback that engages them in dialogue with a reader making an 

effort to understand what they have to say. 
 

• Reactive commenting and line editing result in fragmented and confusing feedback. 
 

• Some of the most useful forms of commenting include (i) questions stimulating further 
thought, (ii) brief summaries of what the reader got out of the paper, and (iii) descriptions 
of difficulties the reader encountered. 

 
• Offering your more detailed feedback on drafts that students will revise puts it to more 

efficient and effective use. 
 
Some best practices 

• To promote student writing as an act of communication, and not simply an exercise in 
meeting instructor expectations, read each essay as a reader first, and as a grader last. 

 
• After you’ve read an essay once through without marking it, choose the two or three most 

important elements to highlight in a closing comment. 
 

• Finally, insert selective marginal comments, questions, and praise to reinforce the end 
comment. 

 
• Distribute rubrics and other grading criteria in advance of assigning grades to a specific set 

of essays. 
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II. Grading Practices 
 
Some general principles 

• Grading rubrics should be aligned with the demands and student learning goals of the 
assignment and class context. Therefore, good rubric design begins with quality course and 
assignment design. 
 

• Assessment of student work should be combined with “useful and supportive responding 
to student work.” (White 2007, p. 74) Rubrics are a complement to, not replacement for, 
comments on student work. 

 
• Grading rubrics should be flexible enough to allow for student creativity, not create a 

formulaic pattern that all students must follow. 
 
Some best practices 

• Encourage students to use rubrics as guides for both peer and self-assessment. With 
guidance from the instructor, peer and self-assessments can improve student learning and 
save time for instructors.  

 
• Develop a scoring guide or rubric based on the pedagogical goals of each specific 

assignment. 
 

• Spend class time instructing students about the learning goals and skills required for each 
assignment, and allow students to ask questions about the rubric. 

 
• Keep your rubric in front of you as you grade to remind you of your expectations, help you 

use your grading time efficiently, and keep you fair in your grading. 
 
III. Managing Your Time 
 
Best Practices 

• Invest time in discussing and responding to student writing early in a course to achieve 
stronger writing throughout the semester.  

 
• Set a per paper time limit for yourself. 

 
• For longer assignments, do not grade all the papers in one sitting. Divide the papers up into 

manageable chunks. 
 

• Focus your comments on two or three of the most important points you would like to make 
in your feedback, rather than trying to address every issue. 

 
• If you are commenting on style, grammar, and punctuation, mark up a single representative 

paragraph as a model of patterns encountered throughout the essay. 
 

• Skim a set of essays to identify common problems, and construct a handout addressing 
them, rather than commenting on them in each essay. 
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• As you skim the set, note the range of responses, so that you can focus your assessment of 

individual essays more precisely. 
 

• Design assignments that teach particular skills, and then limit your comments to the 
success with which those skills are demonstrated. 

 
• Stage assignments in parts, so that students can receive feedback on specific areas (thesis, 

introduction, topic sentences, e.g.) that will produce more successful completed essays. 
 

• Assign low-stakes writing that reinforces learning, but can be read quickly, or not at all 
(and/or, use pairs or peer groups to respond, either in class or over CTools). 

 
• Use peer groups to respond to drafts, even in very large classes, where you can distribute 

essays over email or CTools, and have students discuss the papers in sections, making note 
only of compliance. 

 
• When you have responded to student drafts, final essays need only a summative comment 

noting the success of the revision and the essay’s overall strengths and weaknesses. 
 

• Use technologies that would allow you to give feedback more efficiently, such as the 
commenting function in Word or screencasting technology. 

 
• If an essay is very confusing, or if the feedback you want to convey is highly complex, 

make a general note of the issue, and ask the student to schedule an appointment. 
 

• Introduce students to the resources at the Sweetland Writing Center. 
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